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Social Comparison Theory and Interpersonal Contact:
The Influence of Incidental Envy on Contacting Higher
or Lower Status Others*
Y. Jin Youn**
Kiwan Park***

Incidental envy influences behavior in various domains. However, no research, to date, has
investigated whether incidental envy influences interpersonal behavior toward others who are
unrelated to the emergence of the emotion. That is, the literature is silent on how those who
experience incidental envy engage in interpersonal contact and how this may affect consumers. In
this paper, we address this question by investigating the influence of incidental envy on
interpersonal contact with others of higher or lower status based on the social comparison theory.
We demonstrate that incidental envy (versus a neutral emotion) motivates people to contact higher
status others to facilitate upward assimilation (experiments 1 and 2). We also show that when
competition (a situational factor that heightens the personal relevance of the interaction with the
target) is involved, individuals who feel envy (versus a neutral emotion) are more likely to contact
lower status others to engage in downward contrast (experiment 3). We conclude with a discussion
of the practical implications of our findings.
Key words: downward contrast, incidental envy, interpersonal contact, social comparison, upward
assimilation

Imagine that a person becomes envious of a

the way to work. Although she does not realize

friend (e.g., a promotion at work, an extravagant

it, feelings of envy linger after she arrives at

purchase, an engagement), while browsing

her destination. Will this lingering envy influence

through social-networking-services (SNS) on

her interpersonal behavior in the workplace?
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Furthermore, will incidental envy affect her

competition with others exists. Research on the

preference toward certain products that may

social comparison theory suggests that people

increase the possibility of contacting higher or

engage in interpersonal contact with upward

lower status others? In this paper, we investigate

targets to seek upward assimilation (Taylor

the influence of incidental envy on interpersonal

and Lobel 1989). However, we demonstrate

behavior and discuss practical implications for

that although contacting upward targets when

marketers. Specifically, we test whether incidental

facing a threat (here, emanating from feelings

envy influences the tendency to contact people

of envy) is a more general strategy, the presence

of either higher or lower status in subsequent

of competition with the target may lead people

irrelevant interpersonal situations.

to contact downward targets instead.

As envy typically occurs when individuals

When people are in competitive relationships,

realize that they lack what another person has,

the personal relevance of the interaction becomes

it tends to make people aware of their own

more salient, which is a critical factor known

inferiority (Bers and Rodin 1984; Parrott 1991).

to facilitate downward contrast (Collins 2000).

Thus, individuals who experience envy are

Furthermore, competition presents a win-or-

motivated to overcome this threat and self-

lose situation that motivates individuals to

enhance by engaging in various types of behavior

engage in interpersonal contact to prove their

(Polman and Ruttan 2012; Van de Ven et al.

superiority. In other words, in the presence of

2011a; Van de Ven et al. 2011b). Specifically,

competition, contact may be required to prove

people often engage in upward or downward

that they are superior. As such, this paper

social comparison to inflate their egos and

investigates the role of competition in social

restore their sense of self-esteem (Suls and

comparison by demonstrating how the presence

Wheeler 2002). In this paper, we build on prior

of competition when facing a threat motivates

work on the motivational properties of envy

people to contact downward targets.

and the social comparison theory by examining
how incidental envy influences people’s behavior
to contact others in subsequent interpersonal
contexts.

Ⅰ. Motivational Properties of
Incidental Envy

Based on three experiments, we demonstrate
that the way incidental envy leads individuals
to contact either higher or lower status others

Envy arises when upward social comparison

depends on not only the relative status of

forces individuals to recognize their relative

the target others, but also whether potential

inferiority (Mussweiler et al. 2004; Silver and
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Sabini 1978; Smith et al. 1988). The recognition

there might be a temporal difference in

of one’s own disadvantage(s) distinguishes envy

implementing them. The upward motivation,

from other related negative emotions (e.g.,

as compared to the harming intention, is

resentment; Smith 1991). Theorists agree that

demonstrated to be temporally enduring with

envy evokes two principal affective components

a long-term effect (Hoogland et al. 2017; Lange

that influence behavior: a sense of inferiority

et al. 2018). That is, in subsequent situations

and a feeling of ill-will toward envied others

after envy is experienced, as in the case of

(Elster 1989; Parrott and Smith 1993; Salovey

feeling “incidental” envy, the upward motivation

1991; Silver and Sabini 1978; Smith 1991).

to become a better person is likely to remain,

Various consequences of envy that stem from

while the harming intention rather rapidly

these affective components have been explored

subsides. Consistent with this logic, recent

in prior research.

studies have shown that the experience of

First, feelings of inferiority may make envious

incidental envy motivates people to engage in

individuals more sensitive to what envied others

a wide array of behaviors to increase their

do or have, and motivate them to engage in

positive self-evaluation in irrelevant domains

behaviors that make them feel they are as good

(Belk 2011; Polman and Ruttan 2012; Van de

as the envied targets. For example, feelings of

Ven et al. 2011b). For instance, Polman and

envy increase one’s willingness to pay for the

Ruttan (2012) found that people who experienced

same conspicuous product the envied target

incidental envy subsequently perceived themselves

owns (Van de Ven et al. 2011a). By doing so,

as having a higher moral standard than others,

envious people may increase their positive self-

with the implication being that after the

evaluation and eventually overcome feelings of

experience of envy, people are motivated to

inferiority. Second, reducing the relative standing

become “better” (here, more moral) individuals.

of envied targets or wishing that they fail may

For the same reason, people who experience

enable envious individuals to restore their self-

incidental envy are more likely to perform better

image and feel the malicious pleasure of

on certain tasks (e.g., anagram task, remote

schadenfreude (Miceli and Castelfranchi 2007;

association task; Van de Ven et al. 2011b).

Parrott and Smith 1993; Van de Ven et al.

It is worth noting that prior research has mainly

2009). Failings on the part of envied others

focused on how incidental envy motivates people

provide people who feel envy with a means to

to become “better” by engaging in behaviors

improve their relative standing.

to improve their self-image or become a better

Although feeling envy often leads to utilizing

person. However, in this paper, we test how

both strategies, recent theorizing suggests that

the tendency to self-enhance following the

Social Comparison Theory and Interpersonal Contact: The Influence of Incidental Envy on Contacting Higher or Lower Status Others 43

experience of envy is manifested when the

2000; Wood 1989; Wood et al. 1985; Wheeler

opportunity to enhance the self is limited to

and Miyake 1992). The downward comparison

interpersonal behavior. In such contexts, it may

theory (Will 1981) argues that threatened people

be difficult for individuals to improve their

are more likely to engage in downward comparison

self-image or become a better person because

because downward contrast increases their

there are no direct personal decisions, tasks, or

positive self-evaluation. However, this may not

behaviors to engage in. Instead, self-enhancement

always be the case (Wheeler and Miyake 1992).

is possible rather indirectly through social

Upward comparison may also lead to positive

interaction.

self-views because people long to have better
qualities and believe that they are like betteroff others (i.e., upward assimilation; Collins

Ⅱ. The Influence of Incidental
Envy on Social Comparison

2000). Particularly, when there is a possibility
of a change in status, upward comparison provides
motivation, hope, and inspiration (Lockwood
and Kunda 1997; Wood 1989). Thus, the two

Research on the social comparison theory has

types of social comparison may have both positive

demonstrated that social comparison fulfills a

and negative effects on self-enhancement.

self-enhancement function by providing self-

Downward comparison leads individuals to

knowledge of an individual’s relative standing

believe they have relatively superior standing,

regarding specific attributes (Lockwood and

while at the same time making them realize

Kunda 1997; Wills 1981; Wood 1989; Wood

that their status may decline (Wheeler and

et al. 1985). This stream of research shows that

Miyake 1992). In contrast, engaging in upward

people engage in social comparison with respect

comparison may lead individuals to believe

to opinions, beliefs, or abilities when they wish

that they are relatively disadvantaged, while

to evaluate or enhance certain facets of their

also feeling the hope of improvement (Lockwood

self-image (Festinger 1954; Goethals and Darley

and Kunda 1997; Wood 1989).

1977). For example, breast cancer patients actively

Taylor and Lobel (1989) demonstrated that

compare themselves to other breast cancer

when people experienced a threat, they could

patients to boost their subjective well-being

engage in both downward contrast and upward

(Wood et al. 1985).

assimilation to enhance their self-image. Research

The literature on social comparison shows

has suggested that downward contrast is more

that both downward and upward comparison

likely to occur in an evaluative context. For

may provide the means to self-enhance (Collins

example, people are more likely to make explicit
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self-evaluations with others who are in similar

from envy. We argue that the lingering feelings

(i.e., both have cancer) but worse situations

of envy motivate people to focus on their relative

(i.e., the comparison target has worse symptoms;

status among others, and to engage in interpersonal

Wood et al. 1985). In other words, downward

contact with others in terms of status.

comparison mostly occurs when people are
prompted to evaluate the difference between
the target and the self (Taylor et al. 1990;

Ⅲ. The Role of Competition

Will 1981).
In contrast to the evaluative comparison made
with downward targets, upward assimilation

Although we hypothesize that people who

occurs when individuals contact or seek information

experience incidental envy (versus a neutral

about upward targets. For example, cancer

emotion) are more likely to engage in interpersonal

patients are more likely to interact with fellow

contact with higher status others to facilitate

patients who are slightly better off physically

upward assimilation, we also hypothesize that

than with those who are slightly worse off

in certain circumstances people who feel envy

(Molleman et al. 1986). Moreover, cancer patients

(versus a neutral emotion) may be more likely

are more likely to want to know about better-

to contact those with lower status. We predict

off others rather than worse-off others (Taylor

that people who feel envy (versus a neutral

et al. 1990). Converging evidence suggests that

emotion) will be more likely to contact lower

people prefer to contact upward targets rather

status others when they face competition against

than downward targets (Taylor and Lobel

with the target other.

1989). The literature suggests that, in general,

Competition is a situation in which the goal

downward contrast occurs via evaluative comparison

attainment of the participants is negatively

while upward assimilation occurs via interpersonal

related, such that the victory of one participant

contact. In other words, downward contrast

comes at the loss of the other (Deutsch 1949).

and upward assimilation, as part of social

As it is a win-or-lose situation in which the

comparison after feeling a threat, can happen

participants may acquire or lose everything,

simultaneously, but interpersonal contact mostly

competition stresses the personal relevance of

occurs due to the motivation for upward

the interaction. Prior research on social comparison

assimilation.

stresses that personal relevance makes downward

However, the extant research does not discuss

contrast more salient than upward assimilation

how social comparison works when individuals

(Collins 2000). Although downward contrast is

experience feelings of inferiority emanating

likely to arise in an evaluative context rather

Social Comparison Theory and Interpersonal Contact: The Influence of Incidental Envy on Contacting Higher or Lower Status Others 45

than through interpersonal contact (Taylor et

We predict that feeling incidental envy (versus

al. 1990; Will 1981), we argue that the nature

a neutral emotion) leads people to contact the

of competition is critical in motivating people

target with higher status. In contrast, when

to contact downward others. Competition naturally

competition exists between the individual who

assumes a situation in which there is interaction

feels envy and the target other, individuals

between two parties. Therefore, the presence

who feel envy (versus a neutral emotion) are

of competition makes interpersonal contact

likely to contact others with lower status. We

necessary to achieve the purpose of downward

test our hypotheses on different social targets,

contrast. Even in the situations where direct

namely, an acquaintance at a social gathering

contact seems less critical for competition (e.g.,

(experiment 1), a group of students featured

computer games etc.), some type of contact

in print advertisements (experiment 2), and a

between the two involved parties is necessary

colleague at work (experiment 3). In experiments

(e.g., virtual contact).

1 and 2, we demonstrate the validity of contacting

Taken together, competition introduces a

a higher status other following the experience

unique situation in which interpersonal contact

of incidental envy (versus a neutral emotion).

is imperative to achieve downward contrast.

In experiment 3, we show that individuals who

Thus, we predict that in a competitive situation,

experience envy (versus a neutral emotion)

where there is a competing goal to achieve,

are likely to contact targets with lower status

those who experience envy (versus a neutral

when they are in direct competition with the

emotion) are more likely to contact others with

target person. We conclude with a discussion

lower status to facilitate downward contrast.

of the theoretical and practical implications of

Although our research is based on the interplay

our findings and provide suggestions for future

between incidental envy and social comparison

research.

theory, we are specifically interested in how
incidental envy influences interpersonal contact.

Ⅴ. Experiment 1
Ⅳ. Overview of Studies
The goal of this experiment was to test how
incidental envy affects interpersonal contact in
The remainder of this paper is organized as

a subsequent irrelevant context. Specifically,

follows. We test the effect of incidental envy

we hypothesized that people feeling envy (versus

on interpersonal contact in three experiments.

a neutral emotion) would be more likely to want

46 ASIA MARKETING JOURNAL
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to contact others with higher status.

yesterday. This manipulation was based on
prior research demonstrating that recalling

5.1 Method

past episodes in which a certain emotion was
experienced could activate both the intended

Two hundred and twenty-two individuals
(Mage = 43.69, SD = 15.80) were recruited

emotion and its motivational properties (Malatesta
and Izard 1984; Roseman et al. 1994).

from an online panel (Amazon’s Mechanical

Next, the participants were asked to imagine

Turk) and randomly assigned to a 2 (emotion:

that they would be attending a party hosted

envy versus neutral emotion) × 2 (target status:

by one of their acquaintances. They were asked

higher versus lower) × 2 (target gender: male

to read a vignette about meeting a same-sex

versus female) between-participants design.

fictional target at the party. In the vignette,

The gender of the participants was matched

the participants, while drinking at the bar, met

with that of the target in the presented vignette,

a person, Kate or John, depending on their

as the literature has showed that superior

gender. They were further told that they had

opposite-sex others tend to evoke mating motives,

never met this person before, but knew some

thereby increasing the likelihood of interpersonal

basic information about them. Target status

contact (Durante et al. 2011; Hill and Buss

was manipulated in terms of schools attended,

2008a; Hill and Buss 2008b; Hill et al. 2011).

outward appearance, and the number of friends

The participants were informed that they

at the party. Those in the higher target-status

would be asked to complete a series of unrelated

condition were told that this person was from

questionnaires. They first completed an emotion-

an Ivy League school, had a very successful

induction task adapted from prior research

career, was dressed very well, and seemed to

(e.g., Fischhoff et al. 2003; Malatesta and

be liked by everyone at the party. In contrast,

Izard 1984), titled “past experience recall.” They

those in the lower target-status condition were

were then randomly assigned to one of the two

presented with details about a person who was

emotion-induction conditions. The participants

from a local community college and currently

in the envy condition were instructed to visualize

unemployed. Furthermore, the participants were

and recall a prior experience of envying another

told that this person was not dressed very well

person. They were then asked to describe the

and did not know many people at the party.

experience in detail. Those in the neutral-

After reading the vignette, the participants

emotion condition completed the same task.

reported on their likelihood of hanging out with

However, they were asked to visualize, recall,

Kate or John in the future on a 9-point scale

and describe everyday activities that occurred

(1 = not at all, 9 = very much). Finally, the

Social Comparison Theory and Interpersonal Contact: The Influence of Incidental Envy on Contacting Higher or Lower Status Others 47

participants rated the fictional person on several

target-status condition (M = 4.35, SD = .93;

dimensions (i.e., “How do you feel toward the

F(1, 214) = 71.50, p < .001). No other effects

person you met at the party?”) on 9-point

were significant (ps > .450).

scales in comparison with themselves (1 = not

To test the main hypothesis, the same 2

smarter, 9 = smarter; 1 = less access to

(emotion) × 2 (target status) × 2 (target

resources, 9 = more access to resources; 1 =

gender) analysis of variance was conducted on

lower status, 9 = higher status; α = .77). This

the primary dependent measure. The three-way

composite index served as our manipulation

interaction was not significant, nor was any of

check for the perceived status of the target.

the effects involving target gender (ps > .060).
The analysis revealed a significant two-way
interaction between emotion and target status

5.2 Results

(F(1, 214) = 7.24, p = .008; Fig. 1). Planned
First, a 2 (emotion) × 2 (target status) × 2

contrasts indicated that the participants were

(target gender) analysis of variance was conducted

(marginally) less likely to want to hang out with

on the manipulation check for target status.

the lower status target when they experienced

The results revealed a significant main effect

feelings of envy (M = 5.01, SD = 1.91) versus

of target status, indicating that the participants

neutral emotion (M = 5.94, SD = 2.15; F(1, 214)

believed that the target in the higher target-

= 3.71, p = .055). Importantly, however, when

status condition was higher in status (M =

the target status was high, the experience of

6.09, SD = 1.51) than the target in the lower

envy (M = 5.84, SD = 2.29) led to a higher

<Figure 1> Likelihood of wanting to hang out with the target in the future (experiment 1).
The error bars are based on the 95% confidence intervals.
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likelihood of wanting to hang out with the

depicted a real-life social situation that most of

target in the future than a neutral emotion,

the participants were likely to have experienced,

albeit with marginal significance (M = 5.15,

the results might have been based predominantly

SD = 1.98; F(1, 214) = 3.53, p = .062).

on their prior experience rather than incidental
envy. The participants might have felt pressure

5.3 Discussion

to befriend others with higher status at a party
due to the prevalent norms at social gatherings.

Experiment 1 provided initial evidence on

It is also possible that some of the participants

the effect of incidental envy on interpersonal

aimed to network with a higher (versus lower)

contact. The results demonstrated that when

status other when attending a social gathering

the target status is high, individuals who felt

regardless of the potential social comparison

envy were more likely to contact them as

they may experience. These limitations were

compared to when feeling a neutral emotion.

addressed in experiment 2.

Nevertheless, there were some limitations. Despite
the intended results of the manipulation check,
the participants might have had different

Ⅵ. Experiment 2

subjective perceptions of their own status, which
could have influenced their interpretation of the
target-status manipulation. This was particularly

Experiment 2 had three aims. First, we

likely, given the heterogeneity of the participants

modified the nature of target status and

recruited from a large online panel. Second,

focused on the single dimension of academic

although target gender was matched with that

status. To do so, we conducted this experiment

of the participants to rule out a mating-motive

on a student pool from a university and

explanation (Hill and Buss 2008; Tesser et al.

manipulated target status based on a widely

1988), the manipulation did not rule out all

accepted university ranking (National University

possible motivations that might have been present

Rankings 2016). Second, we asked the participants

due to gender incongruence. For example, some

to state their likelihood of socializing with a

people may have romantic motivations toward

group of people, rather than an individual target

same-sex others, rather than the opposite sex.

person. This was likely to mitigate the potential

In this case, the high-status target manipulation

problem of gender incongruence and reduce

would have directed the participants toward

the influence of personal motivation toward

an attractive same-sex target who had strong

specific target others. Finally, we presented

romantic appeal. Third, as the party scenario

the targets in print advertisements where no

Social Comparison Theory and Interpersonal Contact: The Influence of Incidental Envy on Contacting Higher or Lower Status Others 49

social situation was given, thereby eliminating

while those in the lower target-status condition

the potential influences of other social cues

viewed an advertisement with the Illinois Valley

that could affect the predicted results.

Community College logo at the top. The
participants in this experiment were recruited
from a large Midwestern university known to

6.1 Method

academically rank below Harvard University
Eighty-five individuals (Mage = 20.78, SD =

but above any community college, according

5.06) were recruited from a large Midwestern

to the “National University Rankings, 2016.”

U.S. university and participated in exchange

Additionally, there was a substantial gap between

for taking part in a lucky draw for a $50 gift

the ranking of the two schools to safely

card. Experiment 2 used a 2 (emotion: envy

conclude that there is no rivalry between the

versus neutral emotion) × 2 (target status:

two universities.

high versus low) between-participants design.

The participants were then asked to answer

The participants were informed that they would

several questions about the evaluation of the

be asked to complete a series of unrelated

print advertisement (i.e., “How do you feel

questionnaires. They first completed an emotion-

about the advertisement?”, “How much do you

induction task identical to the one used in

like the advertisement?”, and “How persuasive

experiment 1.

is the message of the advertisement below?”).

Next, the participants were asked to evaluate

Another question asked how much the participants

a print advertisement that was ostensibly

wanted to hang out with the students in the

created by another university (see Appendix).

advertisements (1 = not at all, 9 = very

The advertisement portrayed a group of students

much), which served as our main dependent

on graduation day and had a tagline on the

variable. As in experiment 1, the participants

bottom that stated, “Cooperation: Take your

rated the students in the print advertisement

team to the next level.” This tagline was used

on several dimensions on the same 9-point

to reinforce the idea that the students in the

scales. A composite index based on these questions

print advertisement were on the same team

was created (α = .84), which served as the

and thus had similar status. The image and

manipulation check for the perceived status of

tagline used in the advertisement were identical

the target.

for both the higher and lower target-status
conditions. However, those in the higher

6.2 Results and Discussion

target-status condition viewed an advertisement
with the Harvard University logo at the top,
50 ASIA MARKETING JOURNAL
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To confirm that the students in the two

advertisements differed in terms of perceived

significant (ps > .810). The planned contrasts

status, a 2 (emotion) × 2 (target status) analysis

indicated that the participants were less likely

of variance was conducted on the manipulation

to want to hang out with the community

check for target status. The results revealed a

college students when they experienced envy

main effect of target status only, indicating

(M = 2.93, SD = 1.62) as compared with the

that the participants felt that the Harvard

neutral emotion (M = 4.11, SD = 1.53;

students possessed a higher status (M = 5.73,

F(1,81) = 4.33, p = .041). Importantly, feeling

SD = 1.30) than the community college students

envy led to a higher likelihood of wanting to

in the advertisements (M = 3.73, SD = 1.07;

hang out with the Harvard students (M =

F(1, 81) = 54.52, p < .001). No other effects

5.42, SD = 2.06) as compared with a neutral

were significant (ps > .690).

emotion (M = 4.05, SD= 1.75; F(1, 81) =

A 2 (emotion) × 2 (target status) analysis

6.38, p = .013).

of variance on the main dependent measure

The results of experiment 2 provided stronger

revealed a significant main effect of target

evidence for the proposed effect. As mentioned

status (Mhigh = 4.81, SDhigh = 2.03 versus

previously, participants who felt envy (versus

Mlow = 3.69, SDlow = 1.65; F(1, 81) = 9.61,

a neutral emotion) were more likely to want to

p = .003). However, this effect was qualified

socialize with the higher status targets than

by a significant two-way interaction between

the lower status targets depicted in the print

emotion and target status (F(1, 81) = 10.56,

advertisements. These results further strengthen

p = .002; Fig. 2). No other effects were

the findings of experiment 1. As the target

<Figure 2> Likelihood of wanting to hang out with the target in the future (experiment 2).
The error bars are based on the 95% confidence intervals.
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others were depicted in print advertisements,

Second, we provided convergent validity by

there was no room for the participants’ preexisting

using a different interpersonal situation (i.e.,

experience of networking with others at a

the workplace) to test our hypothesis. Finally,

party to exert any influence. For the same

to test for a mediated moderation effect, we

reason, any romantic motivations and social

measured the personal relevance of the interaction

pressure to befriend those with high status

with the target in relation to self-enhancement

were ruled out. The results also enhanced the

as a possible mediator.

external validity of our findings in that target
status was manipulated based on the participants’

7.1 Method

actual perception of the two real-life target
groups, Harvard versus Illinois Valley Community

One hundred and ninety-nine individuals

College students. Taken together, the findings

were recruited from an online panel (Amazon’s

of experiments 1 and 2 demonstrate that those

Mechanical Turk) and randomly assigned to a

who experience envy are more likely to contact

2 (emotion: envy versus neutral emotion) × 2

higher status others as compared to those who

(target status: high versus low) between-

feel a neutral emotion.

participants design. One hundred and eightyeight participants (Mage = 37, SD = 12.62)
were included in the analyses, after removing

Ⅶ. Experiment 3

those who stated that they had participated in
a similar survey before. To the best of our
knowledge, similar recall tasks to induce envy

Experiment 3 had three objectives. First, we

were administered repeatedly for the MTurk

investigated a critical factor that could motivate

participants during the survey period. The

people who feel envy to contact downward

participants were informed that they would be

targets due to their heightened need for

completing a series of unrelated questionnaires

downward contrast by considering a situation

and were first presented with the emotion

in which the participants faced competition

induction task, which was identical to that used

with the target. We hypothesized that in the

in the previous two experiments.

presence of competition, those who feel envy

Next, the participants were presented with

(versus a neutral emotion) would be more likely

an ostensibly unrelated task containing a detailed

to want to contact lower status others. In doing

scenario about a situation at work. In the

so, we introduced a situation where there was

scenario, they mentally simulated working as a

ongoing competition against the fictional target.

manager at a large national marketing and

52 ASIA MARKETING JOURNAL
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public relations firm. They were told that they

M. Forer over clients during the past few weeks.

would be participating in a perspective-taking

They were further told that senior management

exercise. This cover story was used because

intended to carry on this policy in the future.

most of the participants on the online panel

Then, the participants were asked about

might not have had direct experience with

how much they wanted to work with M. Forer

being a manager at a large firm. The participants

in the future on a 9-point scale (1 = not at

were then asked to take the role of another

all, 9 = very much). This served as our main

individual and put themselves in this person’s

dependent variable. As working as a manager

shoes. The scenario introduced a fictional colleague

at a marketing and public relations firm might

named M. Forer. No information was provided

not have been an ordinary experience for our

regarding gender.

participants, the degree to which they took the

The participants in the higher target-status

perspective of the main character was assessed

condition received information about M. Forer

on a 9-point scale (“Thinking back to the

that was intended to make them believe that

perspective-taking exercise, to what degree

M. Forer had a higher status within the

were able to get into the shoes of the main

organization. Here, we described M. Forer as

character?”; 1 = not at all, 9 = very much).

being promoted to manager slightly before the

This served as our control variable. Then, the

participants, having graduated from an Ivy

participants answered a series of questions

league school, being well connected with the

regarding M. Forer, which were identical to

right people, and being successful in most of

those in experiments 1 and 2; this served as

his projects and thus as holding a good reputation

our manipulation check (α = .85). Finally,

among his or her co-workers. In contrast, those

the participants indicated the degree of personal

in the lower target-status condition received

relevance of interacting with the target (“Do

information that M. Forer had a lower status

you think spending time with M. Forer may

within the organization. They were told that

help your career?” and “Do you think spending

M. Forer had been promoted to manager slightly

time with M. Forer may hurt your career?”;

later than the participants, graduated from a

1 = not at all, 9 = very much). By reverse-

community college, did not hold a good reputation

coding the second item, we created a composite

among his or her co-workers, was not well

index for personal relevance of interacting with

connected with the right people, and was not

the target, which we used as our mediator

successful in most of his or her projects. After

(α = .66).

reading the description of M. Forer, the participants
were told that they had been competing with
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7.2 Results and Discussion

measure revealed a significant main effect of
target status (Mhigh = 6.22, SDhigh = 2.33

First, a 2 (emotion) × 2 (target status)

versus Mlow = 4.39, SDlow = 2.32; F(1, 183)

analysis of covariance was conducted on the

= 27.84, p = .000). This was qualified by a

manipulation check, with perspective taking

significant interaction between emotion and

used as a control variable. The results revealed

target status (F(1, 183) = 7.48, p = .007;

a main effect of target status, indicating that

Fig. 3). No other effects were significant (ps

the participants in the higher target-status

> .110). The interaction remained significant

condition (M = 6.23, SD = 1.56) perceived

even after including those who had previously

M. Forer as having a higher status than those

participated in a similar survey (F(1, 194) =

in the lower target-status conditions (M =

6.33, p = .013) and without controlling for

3.86, SD = 1.70; F(1, 184) = 99.41, p < .001).

perspective taking (F(1, 184) = 6.87, p =

No other effects were significant (ps > .090).

.009). The planned contrasts indicated that among

The main effect of target manipulation remained

those in the higher target-status condition,

significant with all participants included (F(1,

feeling envy (M = 5.75, SD = 2.19) led to a

194) = 104.86, p < .001) and without controlling

marginally lower likelihood of wanting to work

for perspective taking (F(1, 184) = 99.41, p <

with the target in the future than a neutral

.001).

emotion (M = 6.63, SD = 2.39; F(1, 183) =

The same 2 (emotion) × 2 (target status)

3.39, p = .067). Importantly, however, the

analysis of covariance on the main dependent

pattern was reversed when the target status

<Figure 3> Likelihood of wanting to work with the target in the future (experiment 3).
The error bars are based on the 95% confidence intervals.
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was lower. Specifically, the participants were

the target in relation to self-enhancement which,

more likely to want to work with the target in

in turn, positively influences the likelihood of

the future when they experienced envy (M =

wanting to work with the target in the future

4.83, SD = 2.22) rather than the neutral

(B = .35, SE = .17, 95% bootstrap CI = [.02,

emotion (M = 3.96, SD = 2.35; F(1, 183) =

.72]). This supports our hypothesis that, in the

4.10, p = .044).

presence of competition with the target, the

Finally, a mediated moderation analysis was

increased willingness to engage in interpersonal

conducted on the composite mediational measure

contact with a lower status target when feeling

using the PROCESS macro provided by Preacher

envy (versus a neutral emotion) is due to the

and Hayes (2004). We predicted that target

heightened personal relevance of the interaction.

status would moderate the effect of emotion

The results of experiment 3 corroborated the

on the likelihood of wanting to work with the

role of competition in determining when individuals

target when controlling for perspective taking,

who experience envy (versus a neutral emotion)

and that this moderation would be mediated

chose to contact lower status targets. It was

by the personal relevance of interacting with

confirmed that in the presence of competition,

the target (Model 8). The predicted indirect

the participants who experienced envy (versus

effect was significant as the 95% confidence

a neutral emotion) were more likely to engage

interval (CI) around the estimate did not include

in interpersonal contact with lower status targets,

zero (B = −.76, SE = .24, 95% bootstrap CI

rather than contacting upward targets. Through

= [−1.25, −.31]). Specifically, the results

the mediated moderation analysis, our findings

demonstrate that when people feel envy (versus

revealed that the participants who were in the

a neutral emotion) a lower status target increases

envy (versus a neutral emotion) condition were

the personal relevance of the interaction with

more likely to contact lower status others due

<Figure 4> Conceptual framework for mediated moderation.
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to the heightened personal relevance of interacting

how envious people behave toward the envied

with the target other. In other words, the

other (Hill et al. 2011; Parrott and Smith 1993;

results suggest that when people believe that

Van de Ven et al. 2011a). Little research has

their gain or loss depends on their counterpart

investigated how people behave in unrelated

and interpersonal interaction is necessary to

contexts after feeling envy. By exploring the

achieve gain, they attempt to contact downward

role of envy in interpersonal contexts, this paper

targets to facilitate downward contrast.

adds to the existing findings that incidental
envy leads to behaviors to increase positive
self-evaluation (Polman and Ruttan 2012; Van

Ⅷ. General Discussion

de Ven et al. 2011b).
Second, the research on incidental envy has
failed to provide experimental data on how

The results of our three experimental studies

people behave in interpersonal contexts in relation

confirm that incidental envy influences people’s

to the motivational properties of envy. No study,

motivation to engage in interpersonal contact

to date, has investigated the relationship between

in subsequent interpersonal contexts. Experiments

incidental envy and social comparison. Our

1 and 2 demonstrated that individuals who

findings demonstrate the role of incidental envy

experienced incidental envy (versus a neutral

as a causal agent in affecting interpersonal

emotion) were more likely to contact higher

contact with downward or upward targets.

status others. Experiment 3 corroborated that

Third, we add to the literature on the social

a moderator influenced the observed effect.

comparison theory by introducing incidental

Specifically, when engaged in competition with

envy as a self-threat that generates feelings of

the target, those who experienced envy (versus

inferiority. Research on the social comparison

a neutral emotion) were more likely to contact

theory has investigated people’s experiences of

those with lower status.

various threats, but mainly focuses on those
who face physical illness (e.g., breast cancer;

8.1 Theoretical Contributions

Buunk et al. 1990; Taylor and Lobel 1985;
Wood et al. 1985). This body of literature

We believe that this paper provides important

demonstrates that people under a certain threat

contributions to the literature on envy and the

(e.g., breast cancer patients) engage in upward

social comparison theory. First, our findings

or downward social comparison only in relation

add to the scant literature on incidental envy.

to the specific domain in which they are

The literature on envy has mostly focused on

threatened (e.g., other breast cancer patients).
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However, this paper extends this stream of

8.2 Practical Implications

research by testing a specific emotion (here,
envy) that induces general feelings of inferiority.

We live in an era when consumers can easily

Thus, our findings suggest that people with a

view and access the life of other consumers

sense of inferiority are likely to engage in

(e.g., SNS, reality television etc.). This accessibility

interpersonal contact with those who have higher

allows people to actively compare themselves

or lower status depending on the absence or

to others. Subsequently, envy is one of the

presence of competition.

most prevalent emotions that modern consumers

Finally, we suggest that downward interpersonal

experience daily (Belk 2011). Since envy is

contact may be preferred when competition is

one of the strongest emotions that motivate

present. The research on social comparison has

consumer behavior, understanding the downstream

demonstrated that threatened people are more

consequences of incidental envy is not only

likely to engage in downward contrast via explicit

beneficial for building theory but also for

self-evaluation in evaluative contexts (Taylor

practitioners in marketing. We believe that

and Lobel 1989). In other words, people explicitly

knowing whether people will contact either higher

compare themselves with downward targets

or lower status others after experiencing envy

but avoid interacting with them. In contrast,

has broad practical implications for marketers.

upward assimilation generally occurs through

First, as the popularity of advertisements on

interpersonal contact and interaction. However,

social media has grown, feeling incidental envy

our findings demonstrate that envious people

from social comparison is becoming more common

who face competition are likely to attempt

at the point of viewing promotional messages.

to contact lower status targets due to the

Our results suggest that when people feel

characteristics of competition. When personal

incidental envy they are more likely to want to

relevance of the interaction is heightened for

contact others with higher status (experiments 1

self-enhancement purposes and interpersonal

and 2). Therefore, promoting exclusive memberships

contact is imperative for downward contrast,

or events to meet higher status others may largely

those who experience envy (versus a neutral

benefit from online or mobile advertisements

emotion) tend to engage in downward interpersonal

on SNS. Advertising products that can be framed

contact. This suggests that in certain circumstances

as a gateway to contact higher status others, such

downward social comparison can also happen

as luxury goods, restaurants, or exotic vacation

through interpersonal contact or interaction.

destinations, can be effective to consumers who
are coping with feelings of envy.
Second, organizations provide an interpersonal
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context where marketing managers can take
advantage of incidental envy strategically.

8.3 Limitations and Future Research
Directions

Our findings demonstrate that when there is
competition, those who experience envy (versus

Despite our meaningful contributions, this

a neutral emotion) are more likely to want to

paper has several limitations. First, we do not

work with lower status others (experiment 3).

explore the influence of the two types of envy

This may create a win-win situation for both

(i.e. malicious versus benign envy; Van de

parties involved (i.e., the person who feels envy

Ven et al. 2009; Van de Ven et al. 2011b).

and the lower status target). For the person

Prior research demonstrates that only benign

who feels envy, working with a lower status

envy, and not malicious envy, leads people to

other will give them the opportunity to overcome

work harder on a subsequent irrelevant task

the feelings of inferiority by engaging in

(e.g., motivation to study). This may raise

downward contrast. On the other hand, the

criticism regarding our work, as we reveal that

lower status target, who is not under the

envy, regardless of type, leads people to contact

influence of incidental envy, may benefit from

higher status others in the absence of competition

this interaction as interpersonal contact with

and lower status others in the presence of

higher status others provide motivation, hope,

competition. Most prior research on incidental

and inspiration (Lockwood and Kunda 1997;

envy is mostly interested in how envy, either

Wood 1989). Marketing managers can utilize

benign or malicious, influences personal tasks.

this finding to stimulate sales representatives

However, we believe that engaging in a personal

to boost sales. If certain sales representatives

task is qualitatively different from engaging in

feel incidental envy, either toward their customers

interpersonal behavior. Completing personal tasks

or superiors within the organization, they will

appears to be related to improving the self,

be more likely to team up with lower status

whereas interpersonal behavior (here, interpersonal

staff as an attempt to overcome envy. Here,

contact) is more about enhancing positive

high status sales representatives will overcome

self-evaluation. Enhancing self-evaluation does

feelings of envy and will be able to regain

not necessarily mean that people become better.

confidence. In contrast, the lower status staff

Hence, the varying influence of benign and

will have an opportunity to work with higher

malicious envy on personal tasks may not apply

status (i.e., better performance with higher

to interpersonal behavior. Thus, we believe

skills) employees and learn how to excel and

that our paper does not contradict the previous

increase sales.

findings on envy, but rather adds to the scant
literature on the motivational properties of
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incidental envy. Nevertheless, it would be
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<Appendix>
Visual stimuli for the target-status manipulation (Experiment 2)
A. Higher status

B. Lower status
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